















In this article I examine some of the plant-life depicted in Old English poetry.  Because of the literary conventions associated with the representation of the natural world, I believe that Old English poetry in general is a poor source for the kind of specific information sought by ASPNS and probably also for the kind of discussion that dominates this volume.  The obvious question arising from this assertion is why Old English poetry should be examined at all in this context.  The answer is that even negative evidence can be useful.  I hope that understanding why Old English poetry grants little insight into plant names may encourage increased wariness in the investigation of other kinds of texts.


Old English Conventions and the Representation of the Natural World

The argument that follows depends upon my assumption that texts are never merely sources of information.  They cannot be mined for facts without reference to their own logic and characteristics.  As a result, attention must be paid to the internal structures of texts in which plant names occur.  In the case of Old English poetry, I shall argue that it is difficult to determine the names and characteristics of the plants described therein, not because Old English poets lacked information or powers of observation, nor because they were uninterested in the natural world, but rather because the representation of the natural world contained in this literature is a literary convention with specific and limited aims, aims which are different from a modern poet’s and very different from the modern, post-Scientific Revolution interest in species.  Understanding this literary convention is necessary if one is to understand the plants depicted through it.

The issue of the representation of the natural world in Old English poetry is, of course, a large one, and I have addressed it in greater detail elsewhere (Neville 1999).  Here I provide only an incomplete skeleton in order to frame my discussion of plant-life in Old English poetry.  For the purposes of this article, I pick out four roles for the natural world in Old English poetry: limiting and defining human nature, limiting and defining Anglo-Saxon society, limiting and defining individuals’ power, and defining God’s power and God’s relationship with the human race.  I shall briefly address each of these in turn, but it is important to note first that, despite some apparently “naturalistic” descriptions in Old English poems like The Wanderer and The Seafarer, none of these roles for the natural world includes the reflection of reality.  This is not to say that Old English poetry does not reflect an external reality, of course.  As the examples below demonstrate, however, it appears to reflect other things more clearly and directly.


Limiting and Defining Human Nature

In the Old English poem Genesis B, Adam defines his fallen state by describing his new and sudden subjection to the natural world.  Although it is clearly important that man has also now become mortal and doomed to hell, Adam waxes most lyrical about the terrible problem of being exposed to sun and rain.

Hu sculon wit nu libban   oððe on þys lande wesan,
gif her wind cymð,   westan oððe eastan,
suðan oððe norðan?   Gesweorc up færeð,
cymeð hægles scur   hefone getenge,
færeð forst on gemang,   se byð fyrnum ceald.
Hwilum of heofnum   hate scineð,
blicð þeos beorhte sunne,   and wit her baru standað,
unwered wædo.   Nys unc wuht beforan
to scursceade,   ne sceattes wiht
to mete gemearcod,   ac unc is mihtig god,
waldend wraðmod.   To hwon sculon wit weorðan nu?  (Genesis B 805-15)​[1]​

(“How shall we live now or exist in this land if the wind comes here from west or east, from south or north?  A dark cloud will rise up, a shower of hail touching the sky, [and] frost will advance in its midst, which is intensely cold.  Sometimes the bright sun will shine hot from the heavens and dazzle, and we two stand here naked, unprotected by any clothing.  There is nothing before us [to act as] a shield against showers, nor any chattel marked out as food, but mighty God, the ruler, is angry with us.  What must become of us now?”)

A similar point is made more briefly in one of Ælfric’s sermons:

...þa þa he agylt hæfde, and Godes bebod tobræc,
þa forleas he þa gesælþa, and on geswincum leofode,
swa þæt hine biton lys bealdlice and flean,
þone þe ær ne dorste se draca furþon hreppan.  (De falsis Diis 45-8 (Pope 1967-8: II, 679))

(When [Adam] sinned and broke God’s command, he lost his prosperity and lived in hardship, so that lice and fleas boldly bit him, whom previously even the dragon dared not touch.)

In both cases the important feature that defines human nature is the Fall, but the consequences of the Fall are described through the relationship between humanity and the natural world.  The state of being human after the Fall is defined by helplessness and powerlessness before the natural world.  It is this definition of human nature, not the reality of sun, rain, parasites, or dragons, which determines the way in which the natural world is presented (Neville 1999: 19-52).


Limiting and Defining Anglo-Saxon Society

The natural world contributes to the definition of society in a similarly despairing way.  Old English poetry describes society as a necessary but fragile protection for human beings overshadowed by a number of problems, some of which can be represented by the natural world (in Maxims I 50b-8a, for example, a storm at sea appears to reflect social unrest).  In addition, the natural world can be used as a negative mirror for social traits.  For example, beasts, storms, and monsters like Beowulf’s Grendel are described as lacking the respect for human institutions that are necessary for society’s survival.  Grendel provides an extreme example of what might be called a perverse form of “negative capability”, for he hardly exists in and of himself and is primarily composed of traits which are perversions and negations of normal human society.  Thus he is a hall-retainer who does not render tribute to a king, he rules a hall empty of joy, feasting, and human beings, and he desires no treaties or friendly relationships.  Most importantly, Grendel is outside, living out in the natural world to which exiles are banished when they lose the protection of society (Neville 1999: 53-88)


Limiting and Defining Individuals’ Power

The use of the representation of the natural world in the definition of individual power is, perhaps surprisingly, a bit more optimistic.  Old English poetry marks out individuals as outstanding by describing them as standing out in the natural world.  Thus heroes like Beowulf leave cosy halls to swim in the sea amongst monsters and survive, and saints like Guthlac leave society to dwell alone—but triumphant—in the natural world.  The hagiographic poem about Guthlac is especially useful for an understanding of the extent of the natural world, for it demonstrates a strong connection between it and demonic powers.

Wæron teonsmiðas   tornes fulle,
cwædon þæt him Guðlac   eac gode sylfum
earfeþa mæst   ana gefremede,
siþþan he for wlence   on westenne
beorgas bræce,   þær hy bidinge,
earme ondsacan,   æror mostun
æfter tintergum   tidum brucan,
ðonne hy of waþum werge cwoman
restan ryneþragum,   rowe gefegon.... (Guthlac 205-13)

(The malice-smiths [i.e. demons] were full of indignation; they said that, besides God himself, Guthlac alone committed the greatest of torments against them, after he broke into the mountains in the wasteland out of pride, where they, wretched enemies, [were] dwelling, [and] previously were allowed to enjoy some time after tortures, when the outlaws came from their journeys to rest for a space of time [and] enjoy quietness.)

This text is particularly interesting in its suggestion that demons need a quiet mountain-retreat from their busy schedules; the love of nature is not a characteristic commonly ascribed to demons.  Yet this text does not propose anything novel, for the natural world is the place where dangerous things live—not only wolves and bears, but also dragons, monsters, and evil spirits.  That is, the natural world is equally home to natural and supernatural creatures.  It tends to be a hostile space, regardless of what is imagined inhabiting it.  It is against this combined power of hostile wasteland and incensed inhabitatants that heroes—both saints like Guthlac and adventurers like Beowulf—prove themselves (Neville 1999: 89-138).


Defining God’s power and God’s Relationship with the Human Race

This fourth function for the natural world is more complex than the preceding ones and less important to the discussion of plants.  Given its limited relevance to the present issue, I shall only briefly gesture at the use of the natural world to define God’s power and God’s relationship with the human race.  On a very basic level, the description of the natural world with regard to God adds up to an unresolved paradox.  For example, God’s power can be exalted in the description of the natural world:

Deopne ymblyt   clene ymbhaldeð
meotod on mihtum,   and alne middangeard.
He selfa mæg   sæ geondwlitan,
grundas in geofene,   godes agen bearn,
and he ariman mæg   rægnas scuran,
dropena gehwelcne.  (Christ and Satan 7-11a)

(The creator in his might completely enfolds the whole circle and all middle-earth.  He himself can scan the sea, the bottom of the ocean, and he, God’s own son, can count the showers’ downpours, every drop.)

Here the great power of the natural world is shown to be not only inferior to that of God but also absolutely and inescapably derived from God.  In other texts, however, the natural world is depicted as a force in opposition to God and his agents—a force which always loses, but a force which necessarily must be capable of putting up a good fight in order to show God’s great power (see, for example, Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica 3.15 and 5.1, in which storms are checked by God’s champions).  In addition to this, the natural world can also be described as neutral, ultimately controlled by but not necessarily for or against God, although almost always, it seems, against humanity, society, and individuals, which are inexplicably left unprotected by God (Neville 1999: 139-77).


Plant-life in Old English Poetry

The overview given above has been necessarily elliptical, but it is perhaps sufficient to provide a sense of the kinds of roles assigned to the natural world in Old English poetry.  My main point is that the representation of the natural world serves to delineate not an external reality, not what was “out there”, but rather the Anglo-Saxons’ concept of who they were.  That is, through the representation of the natural world, Old English poets reflected on their powers and limitations, their fears and hopes, and their relationship to both the world and its creator.  The depiction of plants in Old English poetry, like the weather, animals, and monsters already mentioned, also serves to reflect very human preoccupations.  This reflective function, incidentally, accounts for my title: the plants depicted in this poetry have “leaves of glass” rather than leaves of chlorophyll and cellulose.  Often they are not “real” plants at all, and in these cases it is even more clear that the imagery associated with them reflects not themselves but rather those observing them.  It is worth noting that plants have not arisen thus far in my overview of the roles played by the natural world in Old English poetry, and, in fact, plants arose very rarely in my larger investigation of the representation of the natural world.  The reasons for this absence are not far to seek: first, where plants do appear, they tend to be disappointingly vague, and, second, they do not provide many opportunities for the more or less social roles identified for the representation of the natural world.  In the rest of this article, I shall attempt to demonstrate how these descriptions work so as to explain why they are not more detailed, and, more important, why any detail that is provided has to be approached with caution.






Plants are not a common feature of Old English poetry, but one place in which they do arise relatively frequently is depictions of idyllic scenery.  Even in these contexts, however, they do not receive much specific detail.  Three examples may give a sense of the characteristic vagueness found in these cases.  First, in the description of the Garden of Eden in Genesis A, paradise is described as being bright and filled with gifts (Genesis A 209).  One assumes that, in a garden, these positive characteristics pertain to the vegetation, but the poem does not actually describe plant-life specifically until it arrives at the trees of good and evil, two plants whose characteristics do not readily contribute to the identification of species in Anglo-Saxon England.  Durham, a praise-poem for a city, is similarly preoccupied with other issues.  It mentions a fertile, deer-filled forest which seems to enjoy a positive, defensive function (it is a wudafæstern micel “a great protective forest” (Durham 6b)), but nothing else is said about this verdant resource.  There is no mention, for example, of what kinds of trees flourished therein.  Finally, Guthlac, as mentioned earlier, focuses on the struggle between saint and demons over a particular piece of land.  The land over which the opposing sides struggle is folde geblowen “a blooming land” (Guthlac 243b) and grena wong “a green field” (Guthlac 246a).  It is also, simultaneously, a westen “wasteland” (Guthlac 296a) and a beorgseþel “mountain dwelling” (Guthlac 102a), even though, according to the prose accounts of Guthlac’s life, it is supposed to be a fen (Shook 1960; Colgrave 1940).  Given the contradictory description of the landscape, it is perhaps unsurprising that no details about the blooms are given.  It has, in fact, been argued that this is not a landscape at all but rather an allegory for Guthlac’s soul (Reichardt 1974).  

As these three examples show, Old English poetry tends to provide little with which to identify the species of plants.  This tendency remains even in the fullest description of idyllic scenery, which is contained in a poem translated from the Latin tradition, The Phoenix.  The bird described by this poem lives in the earthly paradise, a marvellous place whose characteristics are conveyed to a great extent through references to plant-life.  

Smylte is se sigewong;   sunbearo lixeð, 
wuduholt wynlic.   Wæstmas ne dreosað, 
beorhte blede,   ac þa beamas a 
grene stondað,   swa him god bibead. 
Wintres ond sumeres   wudu bið gelice 
bledum gehongen;   næfre brosniað 
leaf under lyfte,   ne him lig sceþeð 
æfre to ealdre,   ærþon edwenden 
worulde geweorðe. (The Phoenix 33-41a)

(That glorious field is prosperous; the sunny grove and beautiful forest glitter.  Their fruit and bright flowers never perish; instead, those trees always remain green, as God commanded them.  In winter and summer alike the woods are hung with flowers; no leaf crumbles under the sky, nor will a flame ever harm them before the end of the world comes.)

Here and in the other passages that describe this beautiful place the poet notes that it lacks most of the things that characterise landscapes in the rest of the world (Neville 1999:61-2).  There are no dead leaves here, for example, and no fires.  Other passages inform us that there are also no seasons, no weather, no mountains, no cold, and no excessive heat (Phoenix 14b-27).  In fact, there is nothing remotely harsh or unpleasant (Magennis 1993: 146-7).  Compared with other Old English poems, The Phoenix contains an abundance of plant-life, but it is notable that the absences associated with it attract much more attention than the presences.  Even in this text, the language is disappointingly vague, and it appears doubtful that any plant names can be identified here.

There may be many explanations for the lack of specificity displayed in the description in The Phoenix, but it is important to note that it is not because the plant-life is unimportant or without interest.  In fact, the plant-life contributes to the central theme of the poem.  A possible reason for the lack of detail is that the poet simply did not know what kinds of plants bloom in the earthly paradise, but this cannot be the whole answer, since this kind of restriction does not apply to the equally vague Durham and Guthlac, which describe knowable, local places.  I suggest, therefore, that the description of plant-life in these texts is sufficiently detailed for their purposes, and that what is at issue is the purpose of the description.  In the case of The Phoenix, the key to its description, as well as the key to its vagueness, lies precisely in the abnormal, unnatural absences dwelt upon by the poet.  Although the ornately artificial medieval garden is a much later phenomenon, already here it seems that plants—especially “artificial” plants, plants that are not subject to natural living conditions—play an important role in the image of perfection, the image of paradise on earth.  That is, the abnormality and unnaturalness of plant-life indicates closeness to a divine state.

This role for plant-life is perhaps best shown in another hagiographic text, Andreas.  The poet tells us that, having been sent to convert the cannibalistic Mermedonians, Andrew is captured and tortured for three days.  In the end, however, God delivers Andrew from his torment and caps off the rescue with rhetorical flair:

Þa on last beseah   leoflic cempa 
æfter wordcwidum   wuldorcyninges. 
Geseh he geblowene   bearwas standan 
blædum gehrodene,   swa he ær his blod aget.  (Andreas 1446-9)

(Then the beloved warrior looked behind him according to the words of the king of glory. He saw blooming trees standing there, covered with flowers, exactly where he previously shed his blood.)

Overcoming not only demonic attacks and cannibals but also the inexorable grip of winter (Andreas 1255b-65a), the suffering of the saint creates a “paradise” on earth.  Unlike the description of winter, which appears to be the poet’s addition (Brooks 1961: 107), this description of an idyllic scene derives from the poet’s source, probably a Latin version of the Andrew legend (Brooks 1961: xv-xviii).  Even so, the blooming trees are as consistent with the Old English poetic tradition of idyllic landscapes as the immobilising hail, snow, and ice are consistent with that in The Wanderer and Seafarer (cf. Martin 1969 and Diamond 1961).  While their function may be clear, however, the identity of these blooming trees remains unknowable.

The representation of “unnatural” nature may appear to fit poorly with the four functions of the natural world discussed earlier in this article, but these idyllic, “unnatural” plants do, in fact, contribute to the definition of humanity’s place in the world.  This kind of plant-life stands outside human reach.  In its unnatural beauty and its avoidance of normal conditions (mortality, dormancy in winter, etc.), such plant-life indicates a place which is radically and unfortunately alien to normal human experience, unless, of course, the human experience is a saintly one, like that of Guthlac, for whom the normally ghastly fen blooms like Phoenix-land (Guthlac 243b).

There are also scenes which look like divine, idyllic sites but which turn out not to be what they seem.  Thus in The Seafarer the speaker describes blossoming groves and brightening fields—Bearwas blostmum nimað, byrig fægriað, / wongas wlitigað (The Seafarer 48-9a) “the groves take bloom, the town grows fair, the fields become beautiful”—only to reject them, because this image of idyllic plant-life is not “the real thing”.  Gazing upon both summer joys and wintry sea-journeys, the speaker proclaims Ic gelyfe no / þæt him eorðwelan ece stondað “I do not believe that earthly prosperity will stand eternally” (Seafarer 66b-7).  As the references to winter and seasons throughout the poem suggest, this plant-life is only loaned.  The pleasure provided by this scenery is thus left to those without the wisdom to see its temporality and inadequacy.

Similarly, the idyllic plant-life in Judgement Day II is only temporary:

Hwæt! Ic ana sæt   innan bearwe,
mid helme beþeht,   holte tomiddes,
þær þa wæterburnan   swegdon and urnon
on middan gehæge,   eal swa ic secge.
Eac þær wynwyrta   weoxon and bleowon
innon þam gemonge   on ænlicum wonge,
and þa wudubeamas   wagedon and swedgon
þurh winda gryre;   wolcn wæs gehrered,
and min earme mod   eal wæs gedrefed.  (Judgement Day II 1-9)

(Listen!  I sat alone in a grove, sheltered by the covering [of the trees], in the midst of a wood, where a stream resounded and ran through a meadow—all just as I say.  Also pleasant plants grew and bloomed there in a multitude on the splendid field.  And then the trees swayed and resounded from the terror of the winds; the cloud[s were] disturbed, and my miserable mind was troubled.)






The insecurity suggested by these inadequate havens leads to the second role for plant-life in Old English poetry: the depiction of threatening scenery.  The most famous example is the description of Grendel’s mere in Beowulf, which has been addressed many times before (see, for example, Butts 1987, Frank 1986, Lawrence 1912, Malone 1958, Renoir 1974, and Schrader 1983), although not too often from the perspective of plant-life.  There is, in fact, no mention of plant-life at all when the action actually arrives at the scene; the depiction of plants is not even part of the backdrop of the action, but rather part of Hrothgar’s ominous description before the raiding party has left the hall.

	Hie dygel lond 
warigeað, wulfhleoþu,   windige næssas, 
frecne fengelad,   ðær fyrgenstream 
under næssa genipu   niþer gewiteð, 
flod under foldan.   Nis þæt feor heonon 
milgemearces   þæt se mere standeð; 
ofer þæm hongiað   hrinde bearwas, 
wudu wyrtum fæst   wæter oferhelmað. 
Þær mæg nihta gehwæm   niðwundor seon, 
fyr on flode.  (Beowulf 1357b-66a)

(They [Grendel and his mother] guard a secret land—wolf-slopes, windy cliffs, dangerous fen-paths—where the mountain stream goes down under the cliff’s shadow, the water under the earth.  It is not far from here in miles that the mere stands.  Over it hang frozen groves; trees firm in their roots overshadow the water.  Every night one may see there a deadly wonder: fire on the flood.)

Despite their small presence, there are some points to be made about the plants in this passage.  First, the scenery described here is unnatural, but in a way strikingly opposed to the unnatural plants adorning the earthly paradise: while paradisal plants avoid winter, these groves are always covered in frost; while the plants in Phoenix-land never see fire, here fire and water are paradoxically united beneath the overhanging trees.  Despite these eerie characteristics, however, this description of plants is quite like those already discussed, for, despite the descriptive impact of the passage, there are few details about the trees.  It might be possible to identify the kind of tree that would hang over this kind of body of water, perhaps taking a cue from the apparently prominent roots, but to do that, it would be necessary to determine what kind of body of water this is and that, unfortunately, is very uncertain.  As many scholars have noted, the vocabulary used to describe this scenery leaves the options open to all kinds of incompatible possibilities (Malone 1958).  The poem indicates both mountains and fens—that is, high land and low land—and both lake and sea—that is, fresh water and salt water (Frank 1986).  There is also the question of whether the description refers to English or Scandinavian scenery.  In these circumstances, identifying the trees is difficult, and that is not the end of the problem, for there is also the possibility that this image was actually adopted not from the outdoors but from the Visio Sancti Pauli’s description of hell (see summaries in Neville 1999: 60 and Magennis 1993: 133-5).  My point here is that the type of tree involved is clearly not an issue.  The depiction of these trees depends not so much on observation of real plants, but rather on a host of literary factors.  These factors may or may not include allusion to earlier literature.  They do, however, appear linked to the conventions I have outlined regarding humanity’s limitations in the face of the natural world.

My second example of threatening landscapes derives from The Wife’s Lament, an enigmatic and moving poem which has previously been employed for arguments about women in society and the elegy-genre but not, I think, about botany.  There are good reasons for this absence.  Unlike many other Old English poems, this one does mention specific types of plant, but, once again, what is important about these plants is not their identity or characteristics but rather what they reflect.  The state described by the Wife clearly places her outside the structures of society: she is separated from her lord, rejected by kin, deprived of friends, and alone (Wife’s Lament 6-17).  The physical manifestation of this social absence is her position outside, in the natural world.

Heht mec mon wunian   on wudu bearwe,
under actreo   in þam eorðscræfe.
Eald is þes eorðsele,   eal ic eom oflongad,
sindon dena dimme,   duna uphea,
bitre burgtunas,   brerum beweaxne,
wic wynna leas. (Wife’s Lament 27-32a) 

(One commanded me to dwell in the forest’s grove, under an oak tree in a cave. This earth-hall is old, [and] I am completely seized with longing; the hills, the tall mountains, are dark; the fortified towns [are] painfully grown over with briars; this dwelling [is] devoid of joys.)






Plants gain a life and sometimes even a voice of their own almost exclusively in the Exeter Book Riddles, but there are also a few anthropomorphised subjects in the Rune Poem, and the cross in The Dream of the Rood is another famous example.  Most of these anthropomorphised plants are trees.  The beginning of the very badly damaged Riddle 73 may serve as an example:

Ic on wonge aweox,   wunode þær mec feddon 
hruse ond heofonwolcn,   oþþæt me onhwyrfdon 
gearum frodne,   þa me grome wurdon, 
of þære gecynde   þe ic ær cwic beheold, 
onwendan mine wisan,   wegedon mec of earde,
gedydon þæt ic sceolde   wiþ gesceape minum 
on bonan willan   bugan hwilum. 
Nu eom mines frean   folme bysigo… (Exeter Book Riddle 73, 1-8)

(I grew in the field, dwelt where the earth and heaven’s clouds fed me, until the ones who became hostile to me changed me, wise in years, turned my ways from that kind which I possessed before when alive. They carried me from my native place, made it so that I must—against my nature—sometimes bow to the will of my slayer.  Now I am busy in the hand of my lord…)
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